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1. INTRODUCTION 
‘How many people in this country would at that time have 
dared to complete a rectorship with an Oratio de magistratu, 
forte peccante, e pulpitis sacris non traducendo?’ Christiaan 
Sepp, one of the most erudite church historians to put a Dutch 
pen to paper, posed this rhetorical question in 1865.1 His expla-
nation for the impunity with which Barbeyrac made his auda-
cious choice of topic was simply the Swiss jurist’s international 
fame. The latter had occupied the law chair at Groningen for 
scarcely four years when he held his address in 1721, but in 
Sepp’s assessment his renown as the French translator and 
commentator of Grotius and Pufendorf was such that he could 
easily afford to rub up the Dutch clergy the wrong way. Sepp 
may have been quite correct. A provincial academic outpost like 
Groningen was not going to sacrifice a luminary like Barbeyrac 
to the wrath of theologians.2 
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Sepp, who himself stemmed from a (Mennonite) family of 
religious dissenters, praised the address for its emphasis on 
freedom of conscience and toleration, and the author for his 
libertarian ideas and diplomatic skills. The recent attention paid 
by Antonio Rotondò to Barbeyrac’s impact on the francophone 
toleration debate, and to his role in the Bibliothèque Raisonnée, 
seems a good reason to take another look at an author who in 
the eighteenth century was generally regarded as having con-
tributed significantly to the intellectual debate on toleration.3 De 
magistratu has been discussed before, but only briefly, as in 
Fabrizio Lomonaco’s recent fine study of Barbeyrac’s thought 
on religious freedom in relation to that of the Dutch law scholar 
Gerard Noodt (1647-1725).4 Yet in its own day, Barbeyrac’s 
address reached a larger audience than most other academic 
orations held in the Netherlands. It appeared independently in 
Latin (1721),5 Dutch (1722, 1724),6 and German (1722).7 An 
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edition with supplementary footnotes was reissued in conjunc-
tion with other writings in Latin,8 French,9 and Dutch.10 Some-
what surprisingly, the text does not seem to have appeared in an 
English version, in spite of the fact that English republicans 
knew and valued Barbeyrac’s work. Instead of De magistratu, 
the English freethinker Thomas Gordon († 1750) in 1722 trans-
lated part of Barbeyrac’s preface to Pufendorf’s Droit de la 
nature & des gens, under the ominous title, The spirit of the 
ecclesiasticks of all sects and ages.11 
In the following, I shall first provide an outline of Barbey-
rac’s address. What was the thrust of his argument? Next, I 
shall take a closer look at his footnotes. Which sources did Bar-
beyrac use? Finally, I shall attempt to put the text in its histori-
cal context, with particular reference to the toleration debate in 
the eighteenth-century Netherlands. 
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2.
 
THE ADDRESS: REPROVING ERRANT MAGISTRATES 
The Latin text of 1721 is divided into 23 paragraphs; the 
enlarged French text contains 25 paragraphs.12 This section 
provides a summary of the address, following the paragraphing 
of the original Latin version of 1721. 
His mandatory resignation from the magistrate’s office (i.e. 
the rectorship), begins Barbeyrac, is a good opportunity to ex-
plain that the respect due to this office, which derives its power 
from the sovereign authority of the commonwealth, should not 
suffer from those who would use religiosity as a mantle to per-
petrate malicious acts. It is always advantageous to civil society 
when certain pretences used to mislead the common people are 
publicly criticized. Hence the question posed in this address, 
whether it is just or lawful to denounce the magistracy from the 
pulpit if they have committed an error (§ 1). Two issues are at 
stake. ‘In eo totius rei cardo vertitur, an Oratores Sacri, 
quocumque nomine insigniantur, cives sint; & an Magistratui 
legitime constituto, quamdiu talis est, reverentia, nullo facto aut 
dicto violanda, debeatur’ (§ 2). 
 Barbeyrac first points out that the clergy, like other citizens, 
owe respect to the magistracy. ‘Let every soul be subject unto 
the higher powers’ (Rom. 12:1), said Paul – even if he be an 
apostle, evangelist, or prophet, added John Chrysostom (who 
otherwise was much in favour of fostering ecclesiastical 
power). Clerics call themselves the successors of the apostles, 
while in fact they have no special gifts of grace and are called to 
their office by mere men. ‘The servant is not greater than his 
lord,’ according to John 15:20. What right then does the clergy 
have to withdraw themselves from civil power, or arrogate to 
themselves their own jurisdiction? They are the servants of the 
Lord of heaven, who has clearly stated: ‘My kingdom is not of 
this world’ (John 18:36). The apostles took Christ’s injunctions 
to heart and called themselves the servants of those to whom 
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they brought the gospel. They taught the elders to ‘feed the 
flock of God, taking the oversight thereof, not by constraint, but 
willingly’ (1 Pet. 5:2-3). Nor did the early Christians ever insist 
on restricting the rights of the magistracy. On the contrary, they 
sometimes wished to extend the magistracy’s right circa sacra 
more than would have been just. The popes themselves dared 
not detach themselves from the sovereign powers on earth than 
until much later, and in the meantime described themselves as 
servants of the Lord’s servants. Even Robert Bellarmine admit-
ted as much (§ 3). 
 Nevertheless, those who call themselves the followers of 
Christ and the apostles depart from the commandments of their 
divine tutors, illegally establishing a jurisdiction within a juris-
diction. In an orderly commonwealth, however, all clerics are to 
be regarded as citizens and therefore owe obedience and respect 
to the lawful magistracy, no less than does the common man (§ 
4). If even the slightest encroachment were to be made on the 
duty to obey the magistracy, if any citizen at all, regardless his 
rank or station, were to be allowed to disparage or publicly 
criticize the magistracy, this would surely detract from the mag-
istracy’s honour. Ultimately, the magistracy would be despised, 
and so would the laws and the government in general. Licence 
to disparage the magistracy will therefore lead to chaos and 
rebellion (§ 5). 
 God himself has attached great importance to the fact that 
the priests respect the dignity and good name of the public 
powers. He shows this through his tacit will, by which he ap-
proves of everything that helps preserve the order of civil soci-
ety. He also made an express commandment during his own 
direct reign over the Hebrew theocracy: ‘Thou shalt not revile 
the gods, nor curse the ruler of thy people’ (Ex. 22:28). Accord-
ing to the Hebrew manner of speaking, the term ‘gods’ refers to 
the sovereign, and not to the false gods, as Josephus claimed. 
The commandment applied to all citizens, who were expressly 
forbidden to insult any prince or magistrate. Peter and Paul, 
who both command us to obey all civil magistrates, the bad 
ones included, interpreted the commandment to this effect. 
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Likewise, Jude speaks of the godless people who ‘despise do-
minion, and speak evil of dignities’ (Jude v 8). These passages 
show that Moses’ law has not been abrogated by the New Tes-
tament, but is based on the immutable rules of public universal 
law and therefore still applicable today to all people who do not 
hold public office (§ 6). The obligation to obey this command-
ment also follows clearly from the nature of civil society itself. 
Human affairs are such that virtuous people will not always 
govern the commonwealth. Often the less worthy and some-
times even the unworthy have precedence over the worthy, as 
experience teaches us. Then again, God himself did not choose 
people who were wholly free from imperfections – one need 
merely think of Saul or David. Each citizen who tacitly or pub-
licly promises obedience and respect to the authorities does not 
do so with respect to a perfect and sinless government, but to a 
government carried by imperfect people. In other words, the 
duty of submission and honour is not so much due to the people 
as to the office with which those people have been invested by 
the authority of the sovereign (§ 7). 
 The respect due to the magistracy is, therefore, merely of an 
external nature, and need not be heartfelt. Anyone is permitted 
to judge even the most powerful magistrates and princes as long 
as he keeps his opinions to himself (§ 8). Ministers do not pos-
sess special privileges in this respect. On the contrary, it is 
above all the clergy who should be forbidden to trespass against 
the commandment. For the greater the chance that the com-
mandment is disobeyed, the greater the care that should be 
taken to uphold it. It is a fact that the common people enjoy 
hearing the High Powers and the magistrates being castigated, 
and that they are easily brought to the point of rebellion when 
men in government are criticized under the mantle of piety. 
‘God is not the author of confusion, but of peace,’ says the gos-
pel (1 Cor. 14:33). Are we then to believe that he has appointed 
as his preachers a band of rebellious demagogues who pester 
the magistracy? The bible calls magistrates ‘ordained of God’ 
(Rom. 13:1). Are we to suppose that the servants of the gospel 
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are the equals of magistrates? Diotrephes may believe this, but I 
certainly do not, says Barbeyrac, referring to 3 John v 9 (§ 9). 
 However, let us examine the arguments of those who assert 
that the clergy should be permitted to criticize the magistracy. 
Citing certain scriptural texts (such as 2 Tim. 4:2, ‘reprove, 
rebuke, exhort with all longsuffering and doctrine’), they claim 
that it is an obligation of the preacher to convince and repri-
mand sinners without exception. Naturally a minister of the 
gospel cannot be forbidden to do what every Christian is al-
lowed and even enjoined to do. One need think only of Gal. 6:1, 
‘if a man be overtaken in a fault, ye which are spiritual, restore 
such an one in the spirit of meekness’. But although Christians 
are called upon to ‘exhort one another daily’ (Heb. 3:13), they 
are not supposed to do this in all places, at all times, or in all 
situations. For example, a master must not be reproved in the 
presence of his pupils. Similarly, the sovereigns or the lower 
magistrates who govern in their name cannot be rebuked in the 
presence of the common people. Both Grotius and Paul (1 Tim. 
5:1, ‘Rebuke not an elder, but intreat him as a father’) make this 
clear. The decorum with regard to person, place and time, taken 
into consideration when reprimanding people who do not hold 
office, applies also with respect to people who do hold it (§ 10). 
When the Hebrew prophets criticized their rulers, they did so 
with prophetic dignity, or by divine order. When Nathan re-
buked the adulterous David, he did not do so in public, and used 
a parable to make the king see his own sin. It is even more 
compelling that preachers of the gospel, who are neither proph-
ets nor the sons of prophets, act with prudence and modesty (§ 
11). It cannot be denied that some preachers have rebuked their 
magistrates, regardless of whether they were heathen or Chris-
tian. Maris, the bishop of Chalcedon, publicly criticized Julian 
in the pagan temple when the emperor performed the rites. This 
only gave rise to angry retaliations against the Christian sect. 
Moreover, if a minister wishes to rebuke a magistrate, he must 
be certain that the magistrate in question has indeed erred. How 
often has inappropriate zeal, or mere rumour, misled ministers? 
Ministers should be careful not to judge rashly. For as long as a 
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lawful judge has not examined the issue, a minister rashly arro-
gates to himself the verdict by condemning someone who has 
not been heard. This is why some jurists rightly say that some-
one who has been accused unjustly should be allowed to file an 
injury suit against the accuser. In addition, what is the necessity 
of berating from the pulpit a person who has already been 
shamed by public opinion? A minister should only do so with 
the utmost reticence and after all other avenues have been at-
tempted; he should also take great care not to pleasure his own 
ego (§ 12). 
The dangers attendant on criticizing the magistracy from the 
pulpit become apparent when the contents of such sermons are 
examined. Frequently ministers criticize the mistakes which in 
their view magistrates make in the administration of the com-
monwealth; or they take sides when the state is divided, out of 
rashness or rebelliousness. However, it is insupportable that 
ministers of the gospel discuss issues beyond their competence. 
They give their views on issues of war and peace, they question 
whether spoils of war have been rightfully obtained, they ask 
whether tributes are claimed fairly, they discuss matters con-
cerning punishment and clemency, and so on. They speak their 
mind on such topics in the presence of the common people who 
came to church to hear the Word of God, not a political speech. 
If it does not behove a minister of Christ to pronounce judgment 
in a civil lawsuit (see Luke 12:13-14), whence then comes the 
right to concern himself with the public law of the land? History 
shows how much harm is caused when the clergy are allowed to 
impetuously vent their opinions (§ 13). 
Suppose, however, that magistrates should appear to misuse 
civil power specifically in respect of religious matters. Should 
the clergy not admonish them in this case? On the contrary, in 
matters concerning church-state relations the clergy must be 
especially careful to watch their step, for here, too, they often 
let their zeal get the better of them. Everyone knows how in the 
past the overseers of the church have drawn lawsuits – even 
civil ones – into their own ecclesiastical courts under the mantle 
of religion. Thus, after having poisoned Christendom with gross 
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errors and superstitions for their own advantage, degenerate 
Christians refused to let the magistracy tolerate others in civil 
society. Even now the Inquisition still flourishes in major states, 
to still the hunger for gold of those who would impose capital 
punishments on so-called heretics (§ 14). The histories of the 
church are full of quarrels related to ecclesiastical dominion, 
and to obscure doctrines supported by the subtleties and fanta-
sies of pagan philosophers. At the same time, all parties tried to 
obtain the favour of cruel emperors to oppress their opponents. 
Professing to protect religion, the clergy often not only appro-
priated the magistracy’s ius circa sacra, but also the magis-
tracy’s right in civil matters. Ambrose refused to hand over 
public church buildings and even incited the populace to rebel, 
despite the friendly requests of Valentinian the Younger, who 
had designed them to be used by errant people, and had every 
right to do so (§ 15). Now that a large part of Christianity has 
shaken off the yoke of ecclesiastical tyranny, it is to be hoped 
that the Protestant clergy do not make the same mistakes. This 
is not to say that the clerical predilection for making trouble has 
not disappeared. Clergymen are subject to the same passions as 
other human beings, and what is the cause of the unhappy and 
lamentable discord among Protestants, but a harsh, domineer-
ing, proud and obstinate character and the ill-advised zeal of 
some misguided people attached to doctrinal points of little 
relevance? Even in very recent history, examples can be found 
of schismatics who influenced civil disputes to further their own 
interests. Henry Sacheverell is a case in point.13 Such political 
sermonizers will be found everywhere unless the liberty they 
take in accusing and condemning even magistrates and sover-
eigns is not curbed (§ 16). 
To justify their claims, the clergy twist scriptural passages 
concerning the office of public ministers. For example, they 
claim to be ‘shepherds’ invested with the power to guide their 
‘flocks’, including the Christian government. They claim to 
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have been given ‘the keys of the kingdom of heaven’ (Matth. 
16:19), and to be ‘rulers’ (1 Tim. 5:17) in the Christian church, 
to whom everyone must submit, regardless his rank. But this is 
clearly against the real sense of the bible. To be sure, clergymen 
are shepherds; but they are shepherds of men, not unreasonable 
creatures. The Lord has forbidden clergymen to rule, since it is 
their office to guide. And just as magistrates retain their quality 
when they become members of the church, so too a man re-
mains a citizen when he is appointed as a shepherd. The ‘keys 
of the kingdom of heaven’ in Matth. 16:19 concern Peter, who 
was the first to preach the gospel to both heathens and Jews, 
and thus opened the door to the Messiah’s Kingdom. Hence, the 
passage simply refers to the preaching of the gospel in the name 
of Christ. The ‘rulers’ in 1 Tim. 5:17 should be taken in the 
sense of ‘pastors’ who show the way opened by Christ. When 
Christians are required to ‘submit’ themselves to ecclesiastical 
overseers (1 Cor. 16:16), this means that they are supposed to 
listen to chastisements. It does not imply any separate jurisdic-
tion or power. By not referring to pastors as ‘priests’, our Lord 
and the apostles took tried to prevent the clergy from finding 
any excuse to arrogate power to themselves (§ 17). 
This is not to say that the ecclesiastical office is not to be 
given all due respect, for order must be maintained in both 
church and society. However, this respect must always be the 
result of the express permission of the members of a particular 
church, or of the will and pleasure of the sovereign civil gov-
ernment. Magistrates, on the other hand, cannot relinquish the 
authority of public chastisement to people who are their sub-
jects. If a prince should have been so weak as to give the so-
called priests the authority to rebuke him in public, other 
princes are not beholden to undergo similar reprimands by the 
clergy (§ 18). To which end would princes and magistrates be 
chastised anyway? If private reproaches do not help, is it likely 
that public ones will? It is more probable that the ruler’s spirit 
will be hardened. Chrysostom sharply criticized the emperor 
Arcadius and his wife Eudoxia, and the result was rebellion (§ 
19). In conclusion, a sermonizer has no right at all to publicly 
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chastise the sovereign or the magistracy. Only on divine com-
mand or by inspiration is it permissible to criticize a king, as is 
shown by the example of David, who justified the godless 
Simei after the latter had slandered him, saying: ‘so let him 
curse, because the Lord hath said unto him, Curse David’ (2 
Sam. 16:10) (§ 20). A minister fulfils his duty perfectly well 
when he reprimands magistrates in private, and when he is quite 
certain that they deserve it (§ 21). It would be better if preachers 
spoke with greater propriety about the duties of the magistracy, 
because the art of government is perfectly in concord with the 
scriptures. This is also the best way to instil virtue into both 
citizens and magistrates, and it is the only way for the clergy to 
obtain authority – an authority that is greater than that of any 
civil power because it is exercised over people of good will (§ 
22). I will now put down my office, concludes Barbeyrac, and 
hand it over to my colleague (§ 23). 
Barbeyrac’s arguments, then, amount to the following: 
1. Ministers have the same obligations as other citizens. 
2. If citizens were permitted to publicly criticize the magis-
tracy, chaos and rebellion would ultimately be the result. 
3. God has expressly commanded priests to obey the magis-
tracy. 
4. The duty of submission is due to the office with which a 
man has been invested, not to the man himself. 
5. Public criticism by the clergy is particularly dangerous, be-
cause the clergy’s influence on the people is large. 
6. All Christians should exhort one another, but not in all 
places, at all times, or in all situations. 
7. Public criticism of the magistracy cannot be justified with an 
appeal to the Hebrew prophets, and it is, moreover, counter-
productive and unjust. 
8. The clergy have no right to concern themselves with the 
administration of the land. 
9. The clergy have an inveterate tendency to establish their 
own independent jurisdiction, which is illegal. 
10. To substantiate their claim to authority, the clergy twist 
scriptural passages. 
 12 
11. Clerical authority derives from the goodwill of church mem-
bers or the government, and is therefore not comparable to 
the authority of the magistracy. 
3. THE SOURCES: FROM SOCRATES TO BAYLE 
In contrast to most published orations held at Dutch acad-
emies, Barbeyrac was conspicuously lavish with footnotes. His 
address contains no less than 36. By comparison, Noodt ap-
pended only 5 notes to his address on religious liberty, which in 
Dutch academic tradition was much more conventional; two 
notes referred to Livy, two to Ammianus Marcellinus, and one 
to the Codex Theodosianus. Barbeyrac, by contrast, filled his 
pages with extensive footnotes that referred to a great variety of 
authors ranging from Aristotle and Socrates (Scholasticus) to 
Bayle and Jean Le Clerc. Citations from the bible were much 
more common, especially in theological addresses. Even then, 
Barbeyrac’s emphasis on the New Testament (only 3 out of 48 
citations refer the reader to the Old Testament) distinguishes 
him from his Calvinist colleagues at the theological faculties. 
Barbeyrac’s footnotes – and the many examples he provides 
in his texts – betray a definite interest in early Christianity, 
above all the history of the later fourth and early fifth centuries. 
He drew many unfavourable instances of clerical self-interest 
from the church histories of Socrates (c. 380-c. 450), Sozomen 
(c. 400-c. 450) and Theodoret (c. 393-c. 458/466). Barbeyrac 
naturally mentions Ambrose, who did most to develop the idea 
that the church may admonish Christian rulers. Ambrose even 
denied Theodosius access to the church because the emperor 
had massacred the Thessalonians who, of all things, had stoned 
to death several magistrates.14 Barbeyrac knew how to find his 
way among overweening Church Fathers, including Maris, the 
bishop of Chalcedon who publicly criticized Julian the Apos-
tate; Athanasius, who called the emperor Constans crueller than 
any despot; and Lucifer Calaritanus, who similarly berated 
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Constans.15 Or take Chrysostom, who, as we saw, had the gall to 
sharply criticize the emperor Arcadius and his wife Eudoxia. 
The only result he achieved was a twofold exile and a schism in 
the church for more than 25 years.16 Gregory the Great is the 
only ecclesiastic mentioned by Barbeyrac who does not belong 
to this period. A powerful bishop, Gregory refused to acknowl-
edge a law promulgated by Maurice concerning the admission 
of veterans to monasteries, and made such a fuss about it that 
the emperor ultimately had to redraft the law.17 
Another source used by Barbeyrac is Pierre Bayle. The lat-
ter’s Dictionnaire is replete with all kinds of misbehaviour, and 
it will not have been difficult to find apposite clerical vices. 
Bayle provided information on, for instance, Abdas, a Persian 
bishop during the reign of Theodosius II, who ‘fut cause, par 
son Zêle inconsidéré, d’une très horrible Persécution, qui 
s’éleva contre les Chrétiens.’18 The Roman Catholic theologian 
Jacques le Bossu ‘fut un des plus emportez Prédicateurs de la 
Ligue,’ preaching seditious sermons against Henry III and 
Henry IV; and the Jesuit Jean Guignard was no better.19 And 
what to think of Girolamo Savonarola? Through his example, 
lectured Bayle, we should know that to be concerned with po-
litical matters ‘est toujours blamable dans les personnes qui se 
sont consacrées au Ministere de la Parole de Dieu; mais on doit 
principalement les condamner lors qu’elles se mêlent du Gou-
vernement dans un Etat qui est divisé en Factions.’20 Barbeyrac 
knew Bayle’s work thoroughly, of course. He mentions another 
instance of Ambrose’s misbehaviour as a cleric, this time re-
garding his refusal to hand over public church buildings despite 
the friendly requests of Valentinian II, who had designed them 
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to be used by others. In the footnote Barbeyrac refers to another 
footnote in his French translation of Grotius’ De iure belli ac 
pacis (1625), and this footnote in turn largely consists of a quo-
tation from Bayle’s Critique générale de l’histoire du calvin-
isme de Mr. Maimbourg (1682).21 
Predictably, Grotius figures prominently in Barbeyrac’s ad-
dress. Indeed, with seven citations in all, De imperio summarum 
potestatum circa sacra (1647) is the most frequently quoted 
study. Grotius even has the honour of being cited directly in the 
text. ‘Many have noted,’ says Grotius, ‘that those who hold 
precedence in the church should not be reproved in the presence 
of the crowd, and this agrees with the usage of the early 
church.’22 Barbeyrac also refers to Grotius for his exegesis of 
Matthew 16:19, concerning the keys of the Kingdom of 
Heaven.23 Also prominent among the law scholars mentioned 
by Barbeyrac is Justus Henning Boehmer (1674-1749), the 
German law professor at Halle. Boehmer showed that bishops 
began to use the term ‘priests’ to denote members of a particu-
lar estate only in the third century.24 There are further references 
to political theorists and jurists like Henning Arnisaeus (1575-
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1636),25 Samuel von Cocceji (1679-1755),26 Samuel Pufendorf 
(1632-1694), and Christian Thomasius (1655-1728).27 
Then there are the citations from a broad Christian tradition 
concerning toleration. For instance, to refute the notion of a 
separate ecclesiastical jurisdiction, Barbeyrac quotes from the 
first edition of Thomas Erastus’ famous book on excommunica-
tion – although he initially does so via John Selden’s De syn-
edris.28 Like Arnisaeus, Marco Antonio de Dominis is quoted 
several times to contradict Robert Bellarmine, whom Barbeyrac 
apparently regards as the representative par excellence of the 
Roman Church. De Dominis is also cited in connection with the 
Church Fathers, such as St. Bernard of Clairvaux, who wrote to 
a bishop: ‘Omnis anima (…) potestatibus sublimioribus subdita 
sit. Si omnis, & vestra. Quis vos excipit ab universitate? Si quis 
tentat excipere, conatur decipere.’29 The Huguenot David Blon-
del (1590-1655), an erudite professor at the Amsterdam 
Atheneum, confirmed the claim that the early Christians had 
never restricted the authority of the magistracy.30 Another 
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French Protestant, Jean Daillé (1594-1670), is appealed to for a 
proper interpretation of Matth. 16.31 Gerard Brandt’s History of 
the Reformation is used for references to an episode in Dutch 
history often put to good use by anticlerical authors. When the 
States-General, in the midst of the Dutch Revolt, in 1586 ap-
pointed Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, as governor-general 
over the provinces, the earl immediately tried to dominate the 
land, ingratiating himself with the Calvinist clergy by giving 
them favours. The meddlesome clergy subsequently requested 
Elisabeth I to accept sovereignty over the Netherlands. Leices-
ter even attempted to invade Holland in 1587, but did not suc-
ceed.32 
Still another group of writers consists of those francophone 
contemporaries of Barbeyrac who were involved in the public 
debate on persecution and heresy. The debate focused, among 
others, on Calvin and Beza, who in eighteenth-century dis-
course on toleration generally functioned as the archetypes of 
orthodox intolerance. Their views on heresy were notorious. 
Beza actually wrote a book on the capital punishment of here-
tics, Barbeyrac informs his readers.33 Yet, even in that less civi-
lized period, writers who were more moderate had already 
shown that the magistracy has no right to kill heretics. Calvin 
ought to have followed these authors, instead of writing his own 
book on the topic and eventually having Servet executed. One 
such author was Sebastian Castellio, whose De haereticis, an 
sint persequendi (1554), written under the pseudonym of Mar-
tinus Bellius, Calvin must have read before he published his 
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own Defensio orthodoxae fidei in 1554.34 At this point Barbey-
rac also refers to Michel de la Roche († 1742), one of the less 
well-known Huguenots who had left France following the revo-
cation of the Edict of Nantes. In the early 1710s, La Roche had 
defended Servet extensively in his Memoirs of Literature, mak-
ing use of official records kept at the Genevan city archives and 
not previously used.35 Barbeyrac also mentions La Roche in 
connection with Benjamin Hoadly (1676-1761), an English 
latitudinarian bishop with a substantial fan club among franco-
phone journalists and dissenting divines in the Netherlands.36 
For the sake of completeness, or impartiality, or perhaps not to 
give unnecessary offence, Barbeyrac also refers the reader to La 
Roche’s sharp critic, the orthodox Huguenot Armand de La 
Chapelle (1676-1730).37 In 1719 La Roche, with whose views 
Barbeyrac must have sympathized most, had been deprived of 
his editorship of the Bibliothèque Angloise as a result of pres-
sure from orthodox quarters, and been replaced by La 
Chapelle.38 The greatest journalist of them all, Jean Le Clerc, is 
not lacking, of course. Barbeyrac made use of Le Clerc’s 
résumés and reviews of writings by Jean Aymon and Matthew 
Tindal. The latter’s The rights of the Christian Church asserted 
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(1706) was invoked by Barbeyrac to show that the early Chris-
tians believed that there could not be ‘two Independent Powers 
in the same Society’.39 
Tindal’s attack on the independent power of the clergy was 
at the heart of Barbeyrac’s address. However, the most impor-
tant source of De magistratu in this respect was a treatise by the 
Dutch Aristotelian Martin Schoock (1614-1669). Schoock was 
a former pupil of Gisbert Voet, the leading theologian at the 
university of Utrecht in the seventeenth century, a scholastic 
with puritan leanings who was also an earnest advocate of ec-
clesiastical independence. Schoock had previously collaborated 
with Voet in the struggle against Descartes, until he fell out 
with his mentor after a quarrel over the authorship of an abusive 
anti-Cartesian tract. Schoock was then professor of logic and 
physics at Groningen, a prolific writer who discussed topics 
ranging from philosophy and maritime law to floods and tu-
lips.40 When Voet and his followers used the pulpit to criticize 
the canons of Utrecht for appropriating the proceeds of (former) 
ecclesiastical property, Schoock joined the ensuing fray with his 
De bonis vulgo ecclesiasticis dictis (1651).41 Barbeyrac quotes 
no less than six times from the fourth and final section of the 
book, ‘De officio ministrorum ecclesiae erga magistratum.’ Via 
Schoock he refers to anecdotes concerning clerical officious-
ness provided by Melanchton and De Thou, and to the case of 
Johannes Ligarius (1529-1596), a Lutheran preacher who had 
agitated so openly against the Dutch magistracy from his pulpit 
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that he had to be banned.42 ‘Hoc certum,’ Schoock said to Bar-
beyrac’s satisfaction, ‘nunquam pro suggestu posse examinari 
Magistratus decreta, quin periculum immineat a seditione.’43 
In the later Latin, French and Dutch editions sixteen addi-
tional footnotes were appended and many of the existing ones 
expanded. Cicero and Seneca, Livy, Velleius Paterculus and 
Quintus Curtius are some classical newcomers in these enlarged 
versions, while Montaigne is a modern addendum. Patristic 
indiscretions (‘chacun doit honorer les Prêtres plus que les 
Princes & les Rois’) are cited via Johann Albrecht Bengel’s 
1725 edition of Chrysostom’s De sacerdotio.44 Grotius appears 
somewhat more frequently, and Barbeyrac was now able to 
refer to his own Traité sur la morale des Pères (1728) in sev-
eral footnotes. He also found a supporter in Johann Joachim 
Schöpfer (1661-1719), professor of law at Rostock, who had 
contended in a disputation De usu et abusu elenchi ecclesiasti-
cis, eiusque praemiis et poenis (1699) that the clergy were not 
to rail against the magistracy for having permitted comedy, 
music, and dance.45 
4. THE CONTEXT: ANTICLERICALISM IN THE UNITED PROV-
INCES 
It would not have been too difficult to find a Dutch clergy-
man who transgressed all the rules of politico-religious etiquette 
laid down in De magistratu. Not that all Calvinist clergymen 
would have considered it wise to criticize the magistracy from 
the pulpit. On the contrary, most Dutch Reformed ministers 
were probably intent on keeping the peace between a church 
which, despite the ‘theocratic’ aspirations and theories of some, 
was in most respects subservient to a state that in most respects 
reigned supreme. Thus, even the author of an extremely popular 
orthodox commentary on the Heidelberg Catechism (one of the 
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officially recognized Calvinist confessions) called upon the 
clergy to exercise the utmost restraint. To be sure, in the chapter 
on the ius circa sacra this clerical author enjoined ministers to 
criticize and even discipline magistrates if necessary, in order to 
bring them to conversion. But, added this particular divine, 
ministers had to do so with all due discretion and modesty. The 
faults of magistrates were never to be discussed openly before 
the people (Ex. 22:28, a text also referred to by Barbeyrac). Nor 
were matters of state to be considered in public. Moreover, the 
comparison with the biblical prophets of Israel did not obtain, 
for they, unlike the ministers of today, had been sent on special 
missions.46 For this and many other orthodox writers, prudence 
was the key to maintaining healthy church-state relations. An-
other divine made essentially the same point in 1743, in a ser-
mon on Matth. 10:16 (‘be ye therefore wise [voorzichtig, or 
prudent] as serpents, and harmless [oprecht, or sincere] as 
doves’), which explicitly discussed clerical prudence and sin-
cerity.47 Preachers, advised this minister, should neither flatter 
nor slander the magistracy. Their sins must be contested with 
prudence, so that their majesty is not offended and the populace 
not incited to rebellion; for to embitter magistrates by castigat-
ing them is counter-productive. In short, public persons of state, 
upon whom the welfare of land and church depends, must not 
be criticized in public. 
Of course, this did not mean that ministers never criticized 
the magistracy publicly, and that Barbeyrac’s address was su-
perfluous. But were there any misbehaving clergymen in Bar-
beyrac’s immediate vicinity in 1721? Between 1712 and 1717 
the theological chairs at the Groningen academy had been va-
cant. Two theology professors were appointed in 1717, the year 
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of Barbeyrac’s arrival.48 One was Antonius Driessen (1683-
1748), who began his academic career auspiciously with an 
address De philadelphia (1717).49 Driessen, however, soon 
turned out to be the most polemical divine ever to set foot in 
Groningen. He was an indefatigable custodian of Reformed 
orthodoxy, who sought to preserve the truth both in the church 
and without. Nevertheless, he does not seem to have said or 
done anything that reflected negatively on the Groningen mag-
istracy, at least not during his first years at the academy. The 
other divine appointed in 1717 was Otho Verbrugge (1670-
1745), an unexceptional lecturer who devoted his career almost 
wholly to educating his students in oriental languages. The 
Dutch Reformed preachers within the town of Groningen itself 
similarly seem to have been a rather unremarkable group.50 
None of them is known to have caused any trouble with the 
local magistracy. This does not hold, however, for the Walloon 
(French Reformed) ministers at Groningen. It seems that they 
were involved in a conflict with the Groningen authorities re-
garding baptismal ceremonies, and it is possible that some ec-
clestiastics vented criticism and provoked Barbeyrac’s ad-
dress.51 
De magistratu was not, however, the first product of Barbey-
rac’s anticlerical frame of mind. An earlier rectorial address 
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held at Lausanne in 1714, Discours sur l’utilité des lettres et 
des sciences, contained a definitely anticlerical passage that 
prefigured his later address.52 Barbeyrac pointed out that many 
clerics have misused their authority by conferring on them-
selves all kinds of names of honour and special rights. They 
have forgotten that ministers of the gospel are really mere ‘ser-
vants’ (as in 2 Cor. 4:5), and call themselves ‘Ambassadors of 
Heaven’ instead.53 Barbeyrac’s experiences with the conse-
quences of the revocation of the Edict of Nantes, and later with 
the orthodox supporters of the Formula Consensus (the ortho-
dox formularies of concord to which Swiss clergymen and aca-
demics were required to subscribe) presumably fuelled his anti-
clerical views, and ultimately led to De magistratu. In his 
choice of subject matter for De magistratu, Barbeyrac may also 
have been inspired by Gerard Noodt’s De religione ab imperio 
iure gentium libera (1706), of which he had a very high opin-
ion, and which he must have found worthy of emulation. It was 
good republican custom to delimit the extent of clerical author-
ity and, in this sense, Barbeyrac was continuing an important 
Dutch tradition.54 
In spite of the call for pastoral prudence by the Calvinist 
clergy, complaints concerning overbearing clericalism surfaced 
regularly in the eighteenth-century Netherlands. The clergy, 
said a critical poet in 1739, should not concern itself with mat-
ters of state, and he duly referred to De magistratu in his anno-
tations.55 The poet himself claimed to have studied law under 
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Gerard Noodt, and indeed, one would expect jurists in particular 
to value Barbeyrac’s address. Most eighteenth-century law stu-
dents probably knew the address through one or more of the 
various versions – Latin, French, or Dutch – in which it was 
available. A typical figure who could be expected to, and did, 
value Barbeyrac’s address was Jacob Karsseboom (1733-1786). 
This law student stemmed from a leading family of Amsterdam 
magistrates and had himself been destined to exercise civil au-
thority as a republican oligarch. In fact, he had been made sec-
retary of the town council when he was twelve years old, al-
though his father took care of his duties until he came of age in 
1751.56 In 1756 Karsseboom obtained his doctorate with a Dis-
sertatio juridico-politica inauguralis de jure summi imperantis 
circa sacra.57 In this neat academic outline of an issue that had 
been debated upon time and again by theologian upon theolo-
gian and jurist upon jurist,58 Karsseboom first discussed the 
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nature of political authority, drawing, as eighteenth-century 
Dutch law students were wont to do, on law scholars like 
Grotius, Pufendorf, Barbeyrac, Otto, and Titius. In the second 
chapter, he explained that the civil authorities have no power 
over the cultus divinus internus. They are obliged, however, to 
prevent the open defence of atheism or atheistic doctrines, and 
to expel such notions from the public mind through conviction 
(emphatically not through force), by having the clergy teach the 
true religion.59 The magistracy has the right to privilege the 
religion considered most useful to the commonwealth. The third 
chapter discusses the magistracy’s power over the external cult. 
Mainly following Pufendorf (whose writings were standard 
literature at the time), Karsseboom argued, among others, that 
the civil authorities have to ensure that the public religion is 
taught adequately (which also means that they may silence 
theologians given to squabbling). And, adds Karsseboom, the 
magistracy also has the right to punish and dismiss ministers 
who teach and act contrary to the Word of God and the interests 
of the commonwealth; among possible contraventions he in-
cludes the public scolding of magistrates from the pulpit. At this 
point Karsseboom naturally mentions Barbeyrac’s address (the 
Latin text in the French edition of Pufendorf), as well as a re-
script issued by the States of Holland and Westvriesland, dated 
5 December 1665.60 
The reference to a century-old rescript was as characteristic 
as the citation of an eminent law scholar. The Dutch magistracy 
was usually intent on keeping the Calvinist church at bay, to 
ensure that the clergy’s influence remained within strict limits. 
On the other hand, there is no evidence that Karsseboom har-
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boured any grudge against the clergy as such; one of his nieces 
later married a Reformed minister.61 He does at one point men-
tion the ‘egregius, sed rarus libellus’, replete with republican 
anticlericalism, written by Eric Walten (1663-1697),62
 
a seven-
teenth-century pamphleteer who died in prison while awaiting 
trial.63 However, as a magistrate-to-be, the young Karsseboom 
would have been quite happy to maintain good relations with 
the clergy, since such relations oiled the machinery of govern-
ment and put him in position to develop and extend his clientele 
within the church. Then again, career-magistrates such as he did 
not necessarily adhere to strict Calvinism, and certainly did not 
tolerate clerical criticism. A church was required to teach and 
discipline the people, and the Dutch church happened to be a 
Calvinistic one; thus in the Netherlands a Calvinist clergy was 
expected to perform the pastoral tasks all clergies were obliged 
to perform, without causing any trouble to the rulers of the land. 
Dutch anticlericalism was, then, rather ambivalent – but as the 
wide appeal of Barbeyrac’s address itself makes clear, in this 
respect the Dutch were perfectly in tune with most other Protes-
tant nations. 
Another example of the way Barbeyrac’s address functioned 
as an icon of anticlericalism is a book in learned Latin that in-
cluded two treatises on ecclesiastical discipline, one by a theo-
logian, the other by a jurist.64 The theologian’s treatise was 
concerned with ecclesiastical discipline in the apostolic church. 
He was in favour of independent church government, but be-
lieved that the civil authorities had to keep a close watch over 
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the church to prevent excesses. An orthodox reviewer, who was 
impressed by the quality of the reasoning but highly critical of 
the contents, recognized the treatise as an almost literal tran-
scription of the lecture notes on the history of the early church 
by the theologian Herman Venema (1697-1787).65 The latter 
was a professor at Franeker university, where the theological 
faculty had a reputation for religious lenience.66 The other tract 
was by an unknown jurist. This writer used Barbeyrac’s De 
magistratu as a motto for his argument. He contended that the 
early Christian church had had no church government at all, that 
ecclesiastical authority now relates only to the outward or visi-
ble church, and that no fixed mode of church organization ex-
ists, since its aim is only the outward well-being of the church. 
Church government, moreover, is wholly subservient to the 
secular government.67 Besides these two treatises, the book also 
included an orthodox account68 by Johann Heinrich Meister (or 
Le Maitre, 1700-1781), the Swiss Reformed court preacher to 
the count of Schaumberg-Lippe at Bückeburg. Le Maistre re-
sponded to Boehmer, who had contended that church govern-
ment as such was based on divine right, but that all the particu-
lar rules and regulations were exclusively a matter of man-made 
ecclesiastical law. Le Maitre disputed Boehmer’s claims, and at 
the same time tried to exonerate himself from the accusation of 
introducing the hated spiritual hierarchy. 
Jurists were not the only ones to invoke the authoritative 
spirit of Barbeyrac. Yet another critical assessment of pulpit 
politics appeared in 1747, when French armies threatened to 
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invade the Republic and orthodox clergymen used their pulpits 
to call for a strengthening of the position of the Stadtholder – 
the traditional opponent of republican magistrates. The Colle-
giant Jan Wagenaar (1709-1773) discussed the issue in a peri-
odical called The Patriot.69 His advice was similar to Barbey-
rac’s, although the latter was not mentioned: be prudent and 
wise, and refrain from chastising magistrates publicly, even if 
they are frenchified to the point of treason and have neglected 
to build up an arms supply. Another dissenter, the Lutheran 
minister Kornelis Westerbaen (1690-1774), wrote an enor-
mously popular poem called Bridle for Pulpit Zealotry, dedi-
cated to all peaceful preachers and obedient citizens.70 He, too, 
did not refer to Barbeyrac, although his message was essentially 
the same and he must certainly have read De magistratu. 
Westerbaen condemned both the ‘Papist’ pursuit of an inde-
pendent ecclesiastical jurisdiction and the ‘enthusiastic’ attempt 
to incite the populace to rebellion. Prophets, apostles, laymen 
and ministers, all are subject to the magistracy, and none has the 
right to found a separate state within the state. If the magistracy 
is to be rebuked, he must be rebuked in secret, as did Nathan 
and Samuel.71 
Thus, De magistratu surfaced time and again in anticlerical 
contexts. One of the most interesting moral weeklies published 
in the Netherlands, The Clergy’s Moralist (1750-1752), was 
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wholly devoted to criticizing the clergy. Its author was a Lu-
theran divine at Leeuwarden called Philippus Ludovicus Statius 
Muller (1725-1776), who soon got into trouble with his consis-
tory and ultimately ended his career as a professor of natural 
philosophy at Erlangen in Germany. The fifth instalment of The 
Clergy’s Moralist was called ‘On punishing and criticizing par-
ticulars from the pulpit.’72 The essay included a discussion be-
tween a certain ‘Politicus’ and a minister. ‘Politicus’ had just 
read De magistratu with great approval. The minister disagreed 
with the address, of course, among others because he regarded 
Barbeyrac, significantly, as ‘a great friend of the Lords’ (i.e. the 
magistracy).73 ‘Politicus’ represents the point of view of the 
author of The Clergy’s Moralist, and argues that magistrates 
must sometimes be disciplined, but never in public. If they 
should perforce be criticized publicly, this should happen indi-
rectly and covertly, so that only the persons in question will be 
aware of what is going on. The same instalment concluded with 
a reader’s letter which wholly concurred with the views of 
‘Politicus’. The writer observed that the harmony, peace and 
quiet of the citizens depended on respect for the dignity of the 
magistracy. During his conflict with his own consistory, Statius 
Muller, incidentally, depended wholly on the authority of the 
magistracy to maintain his position in the church. As a preacher 
who advocated theological renewal, he had a following espe-
cially among the well to do and maintained good contacts with 
the magistracy.74 Such persons could be expected to adhere to 
Barbeyrac’s rather elitist anticlericalism. 
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Later in the century, the magisterial elitism in anticlerical 
republican discourse was assimilated by a much broader range 
of writers. Anyone who now wanted to move in polite society 
was bound to subscribe to the code of clerical conduct outlined 
by Barbeyrac. The preacher who was too moderate in his views 
to expect preferment, and who never spoke in public about the 
government of his country, had become a paragon of good 
manners.75 Even unquestionably orthodox Calvinists cited De 
magistratu. Gerard Kuypers (1722-1798), for example, was a 
professor of theology at the Groningen Academy since 1765. 
He entertained rather progressive political views but was quite 
conservative in his religious leanings. In 1783, during the so-
called ‘Patriot period’ (a period of democratic movement be-
tween 1780 and 1787), he held a noteworthy sermon in which 
he recommended obedience to the will of God as a means of 
attaining economic prosperity. Addressing the Groningen mag-
istracy, he began with a pointed reference to Barbeyrac’s De 
magistratu. Kuypers announced that he would sermonize nei-
ther as a flatterer, nor as a slanderer, ‘complying as always with 
the argument of the great Barbeyrac in his orat[io] de Magis-
tratu publice non traducendo.’76 To be sure, this orthodox cleric 
probably owed his appointment as theology professor to his 
marriage into a ruling family; his wife was related to two of the 
governors (i.e. magistrates) of the university. Above all, how-
ever, Kuypers tried to mediate between the various political 
factions and currents in the Republic of the 1780s, and dis-
tanced himself from his radical democratic colleagues who saw 
nothing wrong in proclaiming their political views from the 
pulpit. By reminding them of Barbeyrac’s address, he attempted 
to defuse the political enthusiasm of his revolutionary compa-
triots while subscribing to the conventions of polite, ‘Enlight-
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ened’ discourse, which had absorbed the traditional anticlerical-
ism of the older republicans. 
5. CONCLUSION 
 Barbeyrac’s address on the impropriety and illegitimacy of 
reproving the magistracy from the pulpit was an expression of a 
long-lived Protestant anticlerical tradition, which surfaced in 
almost every country where an orthodox clergy supervised a 
‘dominant’ church. The contents of such texts were essentially 
the same: Schoock and Bayle in the Republic, Thomasius in 
Prussia, Tindal and De la Roche in England, and Barbeyrac in 
Lausanne and Groningen, all basically argued that the clergy 
should not be permitted to establish a jurisdiction separate from 
that of the state, and that they should act and behave as all other 
subjects of the commonwealth were expected to act and behave. 
In more extreme instances of anticlerical discourse, the clerical 
estate was deprived of its theological and juridical privileges, 
and the clergy reduced to merely a species of civil servant, with 
the emphatic duty to obey the government. Such anticlerical 
texts opposed ecclesiastical ‘hierarchies’, as they were usually 
called, regardless of whether the church organisation in ques-
tion was episcopal or presbyterian or anything in between. 
Autonomous sources of spiritual authority, these authors be-
lieved, were bound to influence government policy unfavoura-
bly, in the sense that they would lead to restrictions regarding 
the extent of civil toleration. Philosophers, law scholars and 
religious dissenters were the main proponents of this anticleri-
cal tradition. In this sense, Barbeyrac’s address was not new. 
Many of his arguments, examples and anecdotes were derived, 
in fact, from writers like Grotius and Schoock. What does make 
his address remarkable is the fact that, like Noodt, he made his 
point in the public arena of the academy. As Sepp pointed out, 
his reputation as a scholar enabled him to do so with impunity, 
although Sepp might have added that being ‘a great friend of 
the Lords’ must also have been helpful. In any case, the Dutch 
(and not only they) were happy enough with the result. It was 
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not without good reason that Barbeyrac’s De magistratu re-
mained part and parcel of the Dutch toleration debate until the 
end of the eighteenth century. 
